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Venezuela's President Hugo Chavez won re-election on July 30, taking an impressive 59.5% of the
vote. Opponent Francisco Arias Cardenas came in second with 37.6%, and Claudio Fermin, a distant
third, received 3%. Voters gave their support to Chavez's "peaceful revolution," assuring him of
six more years in office. General elections, originally set for May 28, were mandated by the new
Constitution, ratified by voters in December 1999.
Chavez also submitted his presidency to a new vote, which he said would "relegitimize" his
authority. With very strong popular support, Chavez anticipated no real challenge. But in February,
Francisco Arias Cardenas, a former colonel who participated with Chavez in the 1992 coup attempt
and spent two years in jail afterward, announced his candidacy. Arias charged that Chavez was a
"dictator in waiting," that he tolerated the corruption he had pledged to eradicate, and that he was
becoming too close to President Fidel Castro of Cuba (see NotiSur, 2000-03-17).
The "megaelections" were postponed at the last minute because of technical problems with the
voting machines. The entire election commission (Consejo Nacional Electoral, CNE) resigned in the
wake of the fiasco.
The new CNE split the balloting in two, with 5,400 city councilors to be elected Oct. 1 (see NotiSur,
2000-06-02, 2000-06-16, 2000-06-30). Amid ongoing complaints, the technical problems were
corrected and the number of local observers was increased to guarantee a clean, transparent
election.
Although some voting machines malfunctioned and voters waited in long lines to cast their ballots,
the election went off without serious problems. Given the number of elections six in the past two
years, absenteeism was less than expected, about 43%. Both the Organization of American States
(OAS) and the Atlanta-based Carter Center had observers in Venezuela before and during the
elections.
Another 250 foreign observers were in the country, along with the national observers. The
international observers said the process was transparent, and, although some technical flaws
remained, they found no evidence of a government effort to steal votes.Former US President
Jimmy Carter, who headed the observer delegation from the Carter Center, said, "The will of the
Venezuelan people was respected." The center's preliminary report said that 20% of the voting
machines had some problems, and a few did not work at all.

Chavez still has huge support
Chavez's decisive victory gives him a new six-year term, after serving a year and a half of his
original term under the old Constitution. He will be the first Venezuelan president eligible to run
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for a consecutive term in office, which he has already said he will do because his plans to overcome
poverty will require at least 10 years.
After his victory, Chavez called on opponents to move beyond the rancor of the campaign and to
join him in leading the recession-hit country to prosperity by 2011 Venezuela's 200th anniversary
of independence from Spain. "In particular, I address those who...tried in every way possible to
thwart the revolution," said Chavez. "I invite them to put national interests above their own so we
can move the country forward in the coming years. Only together can we bring about Venezuela's
recovery."
When Chavez won the presidency in December 1998, he had a 16-point advantage over rival
Henrique Salas Romer; in this election, his advantage was 22 points. The increase is all the more
impressive given the ongoing problems of crime, unemployment, and poverty. But the poor majority
overwhelmingly support Chavez, whom they consider the leader most likely to improve their lives.

Chavez supporters also win big; losers claim fraud
Venezuelans elected 774 other public officials, including state governors, mayors, regional
lawmakers, the mayor and 13 city councilors for the newly created Federal District of Caracas,
12 Parlamento Latinoamericano and five Parlamento Andino delegates. Chavez's Movimiento V
Republica (MVR) won 13 of the 23 governorships and also won the post of Federal District mayor.
The MVR won 92 of the 165 seats in the unicameral legislature, and Chavez is also expected to have
the support of six deputies from the Movimiento al Socialismo (MAS).
During the campaign, Chavez broke with the Partido para Todos (PPT), which withdrew its support
for the president. If Chavez could forge a new alliance with the PPT and some other small parties
or independent deputies, he would have the two- thirds majority necessary to ensure passage of
MVR initiatives on Supreme Court appointments, constitutional amendments, and other legislation
necessary for his peaceful revolution.
Accion Democratica (AD), with 33 deputies, will be the principal opposition party in the legislature.
Proyecto Venezuela will have eight seats and the Comite de Organizacion Politica Electoral
Independiente (COPEI) will have 5. The remainder of the seats are divided among smaller parties
and independents.
Although Chavez won by a wide margin, the closeness of some gubernatorial and mayoral elections
set off heated protests and demonstrations in several states, resulting in one death. Various
candidates demanded that the CNE conduct a manual recount of the ballots.
Tensions ran particularly high in the southwestern state of Merida, where the latest official results
showed MVR candidate Florencio Porras edging out incumbent AD Gov. William Davila by less
than 1% of the vote. Davila refused to accept defeat, alleging fraud. When violence broke out among
supporters of the opposing candidates, Chavez sent the National Guard in to restore order. Nine
people were injured in the disturbances.
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Public Prosecutor Javier Elechiguerra said results were being challenged in six states as well as in
Caracas. He said his office had received complaints of ballot tampering, voting-machine errors,
and campaigning on election day. He urged the losing candidates to take their complaints to the
appropriate authorities if they had proof of wrongdoing, but added that "democracy consists of
recognizing when one has lost." Future must focus on socioeconomic problems Chavez and his
administration now face enormous challenges in the oil-rich nation where 80% of the people are
poor, and where the GDP plunged 7.2% last year.
Most Venezuelans hope that Chavez's peaceful revolution will now focus on the serious
socioeconomic problems, especially unemployment and poverty. The president says his economic
plan will eliminate poverty in 10 years. Economists, however, say GDP would have to grow by 7%
annually for the next 30 years to eradicate poverty, while two to three percent growth is projected for
this year. "We have been falling for 20 years," the director of Datanalisis, Luis Vicente Leon, told the
Inter Press Service.
Business executives quickly called on Chavez to keep his pledge to move beyond the long period
of political upheaval and concentrate on pulling the economy out of its deepest recession in a
decade. "I hope that now that we've finished with political matters, the president will dedicate
the same enthusiasm to the economy as he did to political reforms," said Carlos Gill, president
of the Corimon paint company. At its annual meeting, the FEDECAMARAS business association
called for measures to curb the economic decline, while stressing the importance of reactivating
the private sector to avoid "even worse years of deterioration and poverty." [Sources: The Miami
Herald, 07/29/30; Inter Press Service, 07/28/00, 07/31/00; Clarin (Argentina), 07/31/00; The New York
Times, 07/30/00, 08/01/00; Associated Press, 07/31/00, 08/01/00; CNN, 07/31/00, 08/01/00; Reuters,
07/31/00, 08/01/00; Notimex, 08/01/00; Spanish news service EFE, 07/31-08/02/00]
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